Therapeutic electrical stimulation. The transistorized placebo?
(1) Electrical stimulation therapy for patients suffering with labile signs and symptoms, and these include all varieties of acute and chronic pains, seizures and spasticity, has come into fashion and gone, and come again with each new technological advance for the past two hundred years. (2) A proportion of patients with chronic disease have their suffering made worse if they feel deprived of the latest therapy and may be relieved if they are given it in the right circumstances. In this group the relief will usually be temporary and the limited supply of such reactors will promote the cycle of fashion. In a group of 126 patients with chronic pain associated with organic disease who were offered transcutaneous stimulation, only 23 (18%) continued to use it one year after they started. (3) The cycling of therapeutic fashion is assisted not only because relief is often temporary, but also by the difficulty in establishing the normal range of variability from which significant change can be assessed and by the uncertain relationship between signs and symptoms and for the functions of daily living. For these reasons there is an inevitable tendency to temporary over-optimism and it seems impossible to counter this by the execution of a satisfactory clinical trial, since the patient cannot be "blind" and a significant variable is the enthusiasm with which a therapy is surrounded. (4) Electrical stimulation by cutaneous devices or implants can give much benefit to some patients in whom other methods have failed and there are indications, not only from anecdote and clinical impression but also now from experimental physiology, that it may benefit by mechanisms of interaction at the first sensory synapse. It is, however, an over-simplification to regard any therapy as either strictly physiological or simply fraudulent. Like other so-called placebos, physical methods of therapy can presumably act on hormonal systems associated with stress and the experience of pain.